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ABSTRACT  
Communities of Practice have become a key instrument in organizational knowledge management. Understanding 
characteristics of successful CoP can help in avoiding failed communities. Facilitator can contribute in helping communities 
to thrive. Facilitators’ experience dealing with communities and its members can help in understanding more about 
surrounding issue of successful community. In this study, we tried to answer the research question: what are the common 
characteristics of successful virtual communities of practice? We asked experience communities of practice facilitators 
regarding their experience in facilitating successful communities. Several common characteristics of successful communities 
of practice are identified and discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 
With the advancement on the information and communication technology (ICT), combined with the price drop on computing 
technology as well as the proliferation of WiFi hotspots and/or Internet cafés around the world, more people will have access 
to the Internet. The Internet as the place where people from different backgrounds and origins meet has facilitated the 
formation of communities based on interests overcoming geographical as well as time barriers.  
The proliferation of virtual communities will also cause people easily to join and leave a community as they try to find 
communities that will suit their needs. At the same time, a community will have difficulty to keep its members from leaving, 
since the cost for moving from one community to another is close to none. Therefore, a community has to attract potential 
members and to look what members can get by joining this community. Once a member already joined, the community has to 
put an effort to keep him/her from leaving and to convert him/her to be an active member of the community.  
Researchers have proposed various typologies of virtual communities, e.g., content-based classifications (Stanoevska-
Slabeva and Schmid, 2001), consumer-focused or business-to-business (Hagel and Armstrong, 1997), establishment-based 
typology (Porter, 2004). Hummel and Lechner (2002) differentiate five types of communities based on the business 
perspectives. One of them is labeled as communities of interest, which provide a venue for people sharing a common interest 
to meet and to discuss. In this paper, we will focus on communities of practice, a subset of communities of interest. Fischer 
(2001) argues that communities of practice are part of a community of interest, since community of interest brings together 
stakeholders of different CoPs to work on a particular problem. Wenger (2004) defined CoP as “groups of people who share 
a passion for something that they know how to do, and who interact regularly in order to learn how to do it better” (p. 2).   
While there are many studies that are looking at keys of successful virtual communities, e.g., success factor of virtual 
communities (Leimeister et al., 2004), practical lessons for developing and sustaining virtual communities (Terra, 2003), and 
sustaining communities of practice (Stuckey and Smith, 2004), none of them is trying to extract knowledge and experience of 
facilitators and to look at characteristics of successful communities. Facilitation is a relevant concept for communities of 
practice (Johnson, 2001). In a learning environment, a facilitator role of an instructor is more valuable than his role as content 
provider (Squire and Johnson, 2000). Fontaine (2001) has identified facilitator as the one who is most involved with the 
community activities. Facilitator in a community can be a key figure in helping community to survive and to be successful. 
He could help the community and its members navigate through existing obstacles (Fontaine, 2001) and keep the community 
Tarmizi et al.  A Facilitators’ Perspective on Successful Virtual Communities of Practice 
Proceedings of the Thirteenth Americas Conference on Information Systems, Keystone, Colorado, August 09th-12th 2007  
flourishing. Fontaine describes facilitator task as to “network and connect community members by encouraging participation, 
facilitating and seeding discussions and keeping events and community activities engaging and vibrant” (p. 18). While there 
are many factors that contribute to community success, in this paper we are focusing on extracting facilitators’ experiences 
and knowledge in understanding and in learning more about characteristics of successful communities, especially in the 
domain of communities of practice. Therefore, our research question in this study is: “what are the common characteristics of 
successful virtual communities of practice?” 
BACKGROUND 
Communities of Practice  
The concept of Communities of practice is based on Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning theory. This theory argue 
that learning is a function of activity, context and culture in which it occurs. Individual will learn through their involvement 
in a community, where he can participate through activities in practical context. In CoP, facilitation opens two aspects of 
collaboration, i.e., (i) peer interaction, a mean of negotiation and co-construction of CoP; and (ii) expert-to-apprentice 
interaction, a key concept in CoP labeled as legitimate peripheral participation (Johnson, 2001). Communities of practice 
have been adopted by various organizations as part of their knowledge management initiatives, e.g., Andersen Consulting 
(Graham, Osgood and Karren, 1998), Procter & Gamble (Sakkab, 2002), Schlumberger (Edmundson, 2001), IBM (Gongla 
and Rizzuto, 2001), Caterpillar Inc. (Ardichvili et al., 2003). This community offers a venue for knowledge exchanges among 
its members. The benefit of online (Johnson, 2001), also called distributed (Hildreth et al., 1998), electronic (McLure-Wasko 
and Faraj, 2000), or  virtual (Dubé, Bourhis and Jacob, 2005), CoP have been documented in various studies, e.g., Lesser and 
Storck (2001), Millen, Fontaine and Muller (2002), and Ardichvili, Page and Wentling (2003). However, those benefits can 
only be achieved with a well-functioning community, since only properly functioning CoP has the ability to facilitate 
learning process for all its members (Gourlay, 1999). A well-functioning CoP will serve as source of knowledge for their 
members (Ardichvili et al., 2003). However, realizing such CoP is impossible if a substantial part of its members doesn’t 
participate actively in the community’s activities (Ardichvili et al., 2003). Participation is one indicator whether community 
is going in the right direction or not (Gongla and Rizutto, 2001). 
Participation in virtual communities 
As noted earlier, interaction is a key concept in CoP. Therefore, providing an infrastructure for Communities of Practice is 
one thing, and thriving as a community is another thing. In their experiment on setting up CoP for teachers, Brazelton and 
Gorry (2003) noted that technology alone doesn’t make a community. Technology is needed, but it should be complemented 
with other efforts and initiatives to create knowledge-sharing communities. They identified several components that are 
important for building a community, beside the technology. Those important components include: 
• A common purpose: 
This component is highly correlated to fact that CoP is built around a shared domain of interest, i.e., one of the three 
characteristics crucial to CoP (Wenger, 2004); 
• Some active members, who organize, update and distribute knowledge for the community: 
This component mirrors the second characteristic, i.e., community, mentioned by Wenger (2004) that members 
engage in joint activities, such as discussion, information sharing and helping each other; 
• Moderator who motivates discussion: 
This component reflects the importance of facilitator in CoP, since part of facilitators’ tasks involves encouraging 
active participation of community members; 
• Face-to-face contact: 
While this component is desirable in establishing relationship among members, geographically dispersed members 
will have difficulty to hold face-to-face meeting. If community is growing, a face-to-face contact for the whole 
community becomes less visible. Facilitator may have the potential to fulfill this missing component and in helping 
establishing relationship among members without face-to-face component. Furthermore, Blanchard and Markus 
(2004) have showed that sense of community can be developed in an virtual community, and it’s close to the sense 
of community in place-based community.  
Interaction occurs through participation. Blanchard and Markus (2004) saw two types of participation, i.e. active participation 
and passive participation. They defined active participation as posting and responding to the messages, while passive 
participation as reading the messages. While some communities’ members engage in both, passive and active participation, 
Tarmizi et al.  A Facilitators’ Perspective on Successful Virtual Communities of Practice 
Proceedings of the Thirteenth Americas Conference on Information Systems, Keystone, Colorado, August 09th-12th 2007  
others participate only passively, such as lurkers. Blanchard and Markus (2004) also distinguish between public participation 
and private participation. Public participation refers to posting messages to the entire community, while private participation 
is more about one-on-one communication with other member. A healthy community will have a significant number of public 
participation, so that entire community can take benefit from that participation. To achieve this, a significant part of 
community’s members should be an active participant rather than a passive one. While private participation can bring benefit 
to the community too, e.g., reducing unnecessary messages received by community members, it can’t substitute public 
participation. A virtual community lives from public participation of its members. Therefore, understanding environment or 
communities’ characteristics that could lead to higher member participation would be helpful in advancing a community. 
THEORY 
Active participation in communities will depend on various factors. There are some individual motives why people 
participate. Dholakia et al. (2004) listed some of those motives, i.e., purposive value, self discovery, maintaining connection, 
and entertainment value. Furthermore, there are also group-level determinants of participation. They include group norms and 
social identity (Dholakia et al, 2004). At the same time, a virtual CoP will exist within a set of environment. It can exist 
within an organization, as well as across several organizations. Or, it can exist outside an organization. To be successful, a 
virtual CoP will depend on many factors that will affect them as a whole. Facilitator is only one of those factors. A facilitator 
can only help a community as well as community members as long as the conditions are permitted. A poorly designed 
community will be less likely to thrive even with a help of facilitator. Dubé et al (2006) has developed a typology that 
captures most of the characteristics of virtual communities of practice. Those characteristics can vary from one CoP to 
another. Dubé et al.  identified 21 characteristics that are classified into four categories, i.e., demographics, organizational 
context, membership characteristics, and technological environment. Each community, due to their different sets of 
characteristics, will face different challenges and has to address those challenges differently. 
The following table shows those 21 characteristics divided into four categories: 
Category Characteristics Explanation 
orientation A CoP can serve strategic or operational purposes 
life span it can be set up on temporary basis or for indefinite time span 
age how long it already exists 
Demographic 
level of maturity it can be in early stage or in the later stages 
creation process it’s either created spontaneous or planned by management 
boundary crossing either involving only one or more organizations/dept. 
environment influence of surrounding organizations 
organizational slack availability of resources 
degree of formalism either it’s institutionalized or unrecognized by organization 
Organizational 
context 
leadership either leadership is assigned or negotiated 
size number of community members 
geographic dispersion distance of members’ locations 
members’ selection process the membership is either open to everybody or not 
members’ enrollment membership is either voluntary or mandatory 
members’ prior experience member either has prior experience or none 
member stability membership is either stable or fluctuative 
members’ ICT literacy how comfortable members with the technology are 
cultural diversity differences in knowledge, culture, background etc. 
Membership 
characteristics 
topic’s relevance to members  members see the topic related to their daily activities 
degree of reliance on ICT how extensive ICT is used compared to face-to-face Technological 
environment ICT availability The variety of ICT available to members 
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Table 1. Characteristics of virtual communities of practice (Dubé et al., 2006) 
However, Dube et al. (2006) didn’t provide directions on how a successful CoP should be designed based on their typology. 
Therefore, our study tried to provide some guidance about designing successful CoP. For this reason, we apply those 
characteristics, and try to see whether there are significant commonalities of the characteristics across successful CoP from 
facilitators’ perspective. Understanding and knowledge gained from this study will help in designing Communities of 
Practice that could have a high likelihood to success. 
METHOD AND DATA ANALYSIS 
Method 
Survey research is thought to be one of the best as well as the most visible method to collect the data from Communities of 
Practice. In this section we explain why survey research is the most appropriate methodology for this type of study. As 
Benbasat and Zmud (1999) pointed out that most IS academic research nowadays fails to address the real world problems, or 
low in relevance to practice. To overcome this lack of relevance, this study is based on the concerns among practitioners, i.e., 
facilitators of Communities of Practice that were captured in a survey about challenges for CoP facilitators (Tarmizi, de 
Vreede and Zigurs, 2006). This study will collect data from real practitioners in order to maintain its relevance. Zmud et al. 
(1989) also noted that “different methodologies generate different forms of evidence…and distinct research objectives, e.g., 
theory building vs. theory testing…benefit from quite distinct forms of evidence” (p. 1-2). They noted that case study is in 
general more appropriate for theory building, while field surveys could help in theory testing as well as theory building. Field 
experiment and laboratory experiment serve more as methods for theory testing. While laboratory experiment has strengths in 
controlling environment and precision (Galliers, 1992), its fundamental weaknesses is the lack of strength independent 
variable and its artificial situation (Kerlinger, 1986). While their strengths lead to high internal validity, their weaknesses lead 
to lack of external validity. Kerlinger (1986) lists several purposes of laboratory experiment, including (i) for testing 
prediction derived from theory; and (ii) for refining theory and hypotheses. Field experiment offers a better external validity, 
since it’s conducted in a more realistic condition. However, its main problem is related to practical issue, e.g., randomization 
and manipulation of independent variables (Kerlinger, 1986). Field experiments are more appropriate for testing theory and 
solving practical problem. 
The nature of Communities of Practice, however, won’t allow us to adopt laboratory experiment as a method. The main 
reason for this is that in the real world, a community will evolve over time with relatively a large number of people and no 
clear measurable short-term goal, as opposite to a team (Ferrán-Urdaneta, 1999). Additionally, as teams depend heavily on 
each of their members to thrive, no community member in general is critical for community survival (Ferrán-Urdaneta, 
1999). Although a laboratory experiment would allow us to have control over the environment and focus on precise 
relationships between variables of interest, the characteristics of CoP would require us to set up an experiment over long 
period of time. As such, it is almost impracticable and could lead to incorrect conclusion since the CoP won’t go through 
evolution such as members joining and leaving.  
Field experiment would be one of the best methods for this study, knowing that this method is high on realism. The result 
from field experiment for this type of study will be highly relevance to practice and has potential to bridge gaps between 
academic research and practice. However, since most of the CoPs in organizations serve as knowledge management 
initiatives, they are not open to the outside world. Finding organizations that are willing to open their CoP would be difficult, 
since it could have potential to compromise their valuable assets, i.e., knowledge. 
For this reasons, survey research can be seen as the most appropriate method for this type of research. Survey can help in 
obtaining data from real world practitioners, which gives us a relative high value on realism. In this study, an exploratory 
survey is conducted among a handful number of experience facilitators with the goal of collecting data and complementing 
knowledge gaining from literature review that can be used in building a model of participation in Communities of Practice. 
Respondents are asked several open-ended questions, related to their experience with successful CoP. Open-ended questions 
will help in collecting rich information and wide variety of responses from facilitators. Respondents are carefully selected 
from a pool of community facilitators, based on their experience. They are invited to participate in this survey. Once they 
agree on, an invitation email with unique link to survey website is sent. 
Data Analysis 
In total, we ask six facilitators to participate in this study. Although, all of them agree, one of them never answers the survey 
questions. Therefore, we have a total of five respondents that had to answer thirty one open-ended questions. Those questions 
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include: (i) their level of experience as community facilitator; (ii) their opinions about a well functioning communities of 
practice; as well as (iii) lesson learned from facilitating a successful community. The following table shows the level of 
experience among the respondents: 
Respondent# Years of experience 
as CoP facilitator 
# of communities 
facilitated 
# of successful 
communities facilitated 
1 4 3 2
2 20+ 9 4 
3 6 24 22 
4 1.5 1 1 
5 8 4 3
Table 2. Demographic of the respondents 
The respondents of this survey are really encompassing a large spectrum of facilitators from one with only 1.5 years of 
experience, to the one with extensive experience, i.e., more than 20 years of experience. This variance on experience will be 
helpful in comparing whether level of experience plays a significant role in facilitators’ perceptions toward their 
communities. The respondents are asked to refer to one of their most successful CoP’s in answering some of the questions. 
Those questions are related to Dubé et al.’s characteristics. Since we are dealing with qualitative data, we look at patterns that 
emerge from respondents’ answers to each of the questions. Jorgensen (1989) argues about qualitative data analysis that the 
goal of this process is to assemble or reconstruct the data in a meaningful way. The following table shows pattern that emerge 
from respondents’ answers: 
Characteristics Findings 
orientation All of the facilitators see that their communities serve operational 
purposes, such as sharing expertise and experience, solving problem or 
enhancing cross-departmental communication.  
life span All of them also see their communities were set up not on temporary 
basis. Their communities exist for indefinite time period.
age The age of those communities ranging from one year to over ten years.
And those are still ongoing.  
level of maturity n/a 
creation process Some of the communities are created by management, while others are 
formed more or less spontaneous by its members. 
boundary crossing All of the communities exist across several organizations as well as 
department within an organization.  
environment n/a 
organizational slack n/a 
degree of formalism Some of the communities have been institutionalized as part of the 
organizational activities. 
leadership In some of the communities, several members emerged as leaders in 
certain topics, either through their expertise or their experience. 
size Number of community members is ranging from fifteen to several 
hundred. 
geographic dispersion Some of the communities have a high degree of geographic dispersion, 
since it involves more than one organization.  
members’ selection process Most of the communities are only open to those who belong to certain 
organizations or institution.  
members’ enrollment All of the communities are based on voluntary membership. 
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members’ prior experience n/a 
member stability the stability of membership is ranging from a solid slow changing core to 
steadily growing membership. 
members’ ICT literacy Most of the members feel comfortable with the supporting technology 
cultural diversity There are differences in term of knowledge and experiences. 
topic’s relevance to members  The relevance of the topics are one of the keys to have successful 
community. 
degree of reliance on ICT Some communities rely entirely on computer mediated communication, 
while others still have some degree of face-to-face interaction. 
ICT availability ICT availability is ranging from simple technology, such as list server, to 
more complex technology, such as online webinars and a blog. 
Table 3. Findings from respondents 
DISCUSSION 
The initial finding from our study indicated that successful communities of practice share several common characteristics, 
while they differ in others. Those common characteristics include: 
1. serving operational purposes, i.e., daily operation, rather than strategic purposes; 
2. not based on temporary basis; 
3. involving more than one work unit/organization/institution; 
4. membership is based on voluntary basis; and 
5. topics are highly relevant to community members. 
The relevance of the topics seems to be one of the most crucial keys for successful communities of practice. When those 
respondents are asked: “what are the main differences between successful and failed CoP?”, some of them point that a 
successful CoP should be highly relevant to members. This highly relevance could in turn increase commitment among 
members. At the same time, it could also create values for them. Creating value could be also a reason why operational 
oriented CoP is more likely to be successful than the one with strategic orientation. Since operational orientation would help 
members in their daily activities, e.g., solving problems or consulting experts, they can feel the value of the community 
instantly. A strategic oriented CoP would have difficulty in creating this perception among its members, since its benefits 
won’t impact members’ activities instantly.  
A voluntary based membership appears to be more appropriate in advancing a community than a compulsory one. One of the 
reasons is probably that by letting individuals to choose which of the existing communities they want to join, they will join 
those that have high relevance to their activities or interests. Those in turn will trigger commitment from them toward their 
communities. Meyer et al. (2004) argue “commitment can serve as a particularly powerful source of motivation and can often 
lead to persistence in a course of action, even in the face of opposing forces” (p. 994). This type of commitment can be 
categorized as affective commitment (Meyer and Allen, 1991). They refer affective commitment as individuals’ emotional 
attachment to, identification with, and involvement in, the community. Compared to two other types of commitments, i.e., 
continuance commitment and normative commitment, affective commitment is highly correlated with performance. Barki 
and Hartwick (1994) also use the term “involvement” to describe psychological state reflecting the importance and personal 
relevance that somebody attaches to a given activity. On the other hand, if we require everybody to join communities, 
members will feel pressured. In this case, they are less likely to see the relevance of the community. Their commitment is 
more normative, i.e., feeling of obligation, than affective one. They will probably become passive members without any 
contribution toward communities’ advancement. 
Involvement of more than one organization or institution or work unit appears to help community to be successful. This is in 
accordance with Granovetter (1982) theory about bridging capacity of weak ties. Although people across different 
organizations will have lack of a personal connection, they are still able to provide useful advice and help in solving the 
problem (Constant et al, 1996). Involvement of other organizations or work units will increase the resource in the 
community. 
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Successful communities seem exist not on temporary basis. The respondents reported that their communities continue to 
perform well after several years. One of the reasons could be the evolutionary nature of communities of practice. As Ferrán-
Urdaneta (1999) points out community will have to evolve over relatively long period of time with relatively a large number 
of people. 
CONCLUSION 
As somebody who is most involved with communities’ daily activities, facilitator can be a good source for understanding 
community’s characteristics. We have shown that successful CoP’s share several common characteristics. Knowing those 
characteristics could help organizations in planning, designing or building communities that serve certain purposes.  
This study has some limitations, which include: (i) having only limited number of respondents; (ii) taking only facilitators’ 
perspective into account; and (iii) more qualitative than quantitative. Therefore, future study is planed to collect data from 
more facilitators, as well as to expand the existing survey to include quantitative data. Furthermore, future study will also 
look into members’ participation issues and try to develop a model of members’ participation in virtual communities of 
practice. 
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